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Henry S. Harmon: Pioneer African American
Attorney in Reconstruction-era Florida
By Darius J. Young

T

he civil rights movement of the mid-twentieth century highlighted the key role played by African American attorneys in
events of critical importance, but the actions and impact of
black lawyers during and immediately following the
Reconstruction era have received considerably less attention. As
recently as 2000, the Florida Bar Journal asserted that "Af'ricanAmericans ha[ve] been lawyers since the late 1890s, when the
multi-talented James Weldon Johnson passed an open exam conducted by three lawyers in a crowded Jacksonville courtroom." As
it happens, the Bar Journal erred by a generation in its assertion;
black attorneys had practiced law since 1869 when Henry S.
Harmon raised his hand to accept admission to the bar at
Gainesville.
To be sure, historians have recognized the presence of black
attorneys, but, with a few exceptions, the scarcity of sources has
prevented indepth analysis of individual practitioners of the law
and their pursuit of justice during a crucial time in southern and
Florida history. J. Clay Smith, Jr.'s 1993 volume Emancipation: The
Making of a Black Lawyer, 1884-1944 offers the single, most helpful
overview by introducing some of the key men who stood at the bar

DariusJ. Young is a History Ph.D. candidate at the University of Memphis. He wishes to acknowledge the assistance of Canter Brown, Jr., David H. Jackson,Jr., Titus
Brown, SylvesterJohnson, and Larry E. Rivers in preparing this article.
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during the period. Peter D. Klingrnan explored Josiah T. Wall's
legal and legislative career in his biography Josiah Walls: Flmida's
Black Congressman of Reconstruction. Florida State University master's student, Gary Goodwin focused his 1996 thesis on Joseph E.
Lee of Jacksonville. James C. Clark's 1989 article on John Wallace
incorporated references and insights into legal practices even
though Wallace's own Reconstruction-era history, Carpetbag Rule in
Florida does not. In another autobiography, James Weldon
Johnson detailed his personal journey and provided important
insights into African American life at century's end in his book
Along This Way. Two books that offer important contextual material on the role of blacks in state government and the development
of Florida's court system are Canter Brown, Jr.'s Flon'da's Black
Public Officials, 1867-1924 and Walter W. Manley, Canter Brown,
and Eric W. Rise, The Supreme Court of Flon'da and Its Predecessor
courts.2
Unexplored in the secondary literature are the roles of ordinary African American attorneys whose experiences in post-Civil
War Florida did not mimic those of such illustrious personages as
Josiah T. Walls, Joseph E. Lee, John Wallace, and James Weldon
Johnson. In many respects the experiences of a man such as
Henry Harmon more nearly reflected those of his colleagues and

J. Clay Smith, Emancipation: The Making of the Black Lawyer, 1884-1877
(Philadelphia, Pa: 1993); Peter D. Klingman, Josiah Walls: Nmida's Black
Congressman of Reconstruction (Gainesville, Fla:, 1976); Gary Goodwin, "Josiah
E. Lee of Jacksonville, 1880-1920: African American Leadership in Florida"
( M A thesis, Florida State University, 1996);James C. Clark, "John Wallace
and the Writing of Reconstruction H i s t o r y , " M a Historical Quarterly 67
(April 1989): 409-27; John Wallace, Carpetbag Rule in Flon'da: The Inside
Workings of the Reconstruction of Civil Garament in Florida A M the Close of the
Civil War (Jacksonville, Ha: 1888; reprint ed., Kennesay, Ga., 1959); James
Weldon Johnson, Along This Way: 7 7 Autobiography
~
of James Wehn Johnson
(New York: 1933; reprint ed., New York, 1990); Canter Brown, Jr., l%ridaS
Black Public Officials, 1867-I 924 (Tuscaloosa,Ala: University of Alabama Press,
1998); Walter W. Manley 11, Canter Brown,Jr., and Eric W. Rise, The Supreme
Court of Z%wda and Its Predeeessur Courts, 1821-191 7 (Gainesville, Fla: University
Press of Florida, 199'1). For scholarship on African American attorneys who
practiced law more recently, see Maxine D. Jones and Kevin M. McCarthy,
Ahcan Americans in f i d a (Sarasota, Fla: 1993); Wendy S. Loquasto, comp.,
151)--CeZehating Florida's Fzmt 150 W m Lawyers (Tallahassee, 2000); Juan
Williams, T h u p d Marshall: An American Revolutzona?y (New York, 1998);
Constance Baker Motley, EquulJmtice Under the Law (New York, 1998); Robert
W. Saunders, Sr., Bndgrng the Gap: Continuing the Florida NAACP Legacy of Hany
T. Moore, 1952-1966 (Tampa, 2000); and Larry 0.Rivers, Florida Agicultural
and Mechanical University Col@ o f h w (19492000) (Tallahassee, 2000).
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peers. His struggles to gain admission to the bar; his role in
national, state and local politics; and the controversies that dogged
his personal life illustrate the opportunities and barriers that
marked the transition of Florida's black community from slavery to
freedom, and from enfranchisement to Jim Crow. Thus a careful
examination of Harmon's career offers insight and understanding
of the parameters of professional life previously unavailable.
Henry Harmon's life began far distant from the scene of his
professional career. He came into the world at Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, in 1839, the son of Timothy and Robinet Harmon.
His parents apparently fled slavery in Virginia at some time prior
to his birth and made the City of Brotherly Love their home for the
remainder of their lives. Among other odd jobs, Timothy worked
as a waiter to support his family. Robinet remained at home and
reared Henry through his adolescence. Subsequent events suggest
that his parents took care to ensure a proper education for their
son. The distinguished Florida-bornjournalist T. Thomas Fortune
later described Harmon as "very intelligent and alert," while John
Wallace referred to him as a "[man] of education." At least some
of his instruction likely came at Philadelphia's Institute for
Colored Youth, the same institution that Joseph E. Lee would
attend a decade later. In any event Timothy and Robinet proved
to be caring parents who instilled morals and values that would
contribute to their only child's success later in lifeas
Although records concerning Harmon's youth remain elusive,
a sense of the environment within which he matured can be
gleaned from a variety of sources. Philadelphia hosted the
nation's largest free-black community, and sophisticated institutions, including the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME)
founded by abolitionist Richard Allen, originated in that city. The
American Anti-Slavery Society, headed by William Lloyd Garrison,
first convened there in 1833,as did one of the first female anti-slavery societies. On the other hand, Philadelphia's brotherly love
generally existed as an abstract concept, especially with regard to
the conflict between the city's growing Irish immigrant population
and local black residents. Blacks endured repeated incidents of
3.

Manuscript returns, 1840, 1850, 1860, United States Decennial Census,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (population schedules); Nu@& (Va.) Jounull and
Guide, 22 October 1927; Wallace, Carpetbag Rule in f i d a , 84; Philadelphia
Christian Recorder, 24 November 1881.
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racial violence, and widespread rioting roiled the city on several
occasions. Racism and racial tensions opened the young Henry
Harmon's eyes to an unjust world that he would attempt to reform
in his adult years4
Whatever else Philadelphia and his parents provided to shape
Henry's character, he matured possessed of a burning desire to
free his fellow men, a resolution that led him to volunteer for military service in the Union army during the Civil War. On August
3, 1863, he enlisted in the Third Regiment, United States Colored
Infantry (USCI), one of the first all-black units authorized to serve
in the conflict-by the end of the year, he had advanced to the
rank of sergeant. The Third's men fought admirably in battles at
forts Wagner and Gregg on the South Carolina coast. Claiming for
his regiment a portion of the credit that accrued to the famed 54"
Massachusetts Regiment in those engagements, Harmon wrote,
"In those trenches our men distinguished themselves for bravery
and coolness, which required more nerve than the exciting bayonet charge." He added, "We expect some warm work here before
long, but with the help of the God of battles, who knows the justice
of our cause, we hope to go through without wavering, and though
many of us must find graves in this land, I feel assured that the
name of the colored soldier will stand out in bold relief among the
heroes of this war."5
4.

5.

Larry Eugene Rivers, "He Treats His Fellow Man Properly: Building
Community in a Multi-Cultural Florida" in A m ~ dPolitical, Cultural and Civic
Diversity: Building a Sense of Statewide Community in Florida, ed. By Lance
DeHaven-Smith and David Colburn (Dubuque, LA, 1998), 111-25. On the origins and development of Philadelphia's African American community, see
Gary B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia's Black Community,
1720-1840 (Cambridge, Mass, 1991); Roger Lane, Roots of Violence in Black
Phila&Zphia, 18601 900 (Cambridge, Mass., 1986).
"Henry S. Harmon" in Index to Compiled Service Records of Volunteer Union Solders
Who Smed with United States Colored Troops, M-589, roll 37, National Archives,
Washington, D.C.; Philade@hia Christian Recmder, 26 December 1863, quoted
in Edwin S. Redkey, A Grand A m y ofBlack Men: Ldtersfim Afncan-A-can
Soldims in the Union Amy, 1861-1865 (New York, 1992), 3637. On the role of
African American troops during the Civil War, see George W. Williams,
History of the Negro Troops in the War of t h Rebellion (New York, 1888); Dudley
Taylor Cornish, The Sable A m : Negro Troops in the Union Amy, 1861-1865 (New
York, 1956). For additional information on the Third Regiment, USCI, refer
to "United States Colored Troops, 3d Regiment USCI" at www.itd.nps.gov.
For first-hand accounts of the activities of the Third USCI, see also Thomas
Wentworth Higginson, Army Lije in a BEaca Regiment (Boston, 1962); Susie
King Taylor, A Black WomanS Civil War Menwirs (Boston, 1902; reprint ed.,
New York, 1988).
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As a result of his war service-an ordeal and a cause that
brought him to Florida in 1864--Harmon developed lasting bonds
with many of his fellow soldiers. He particularly enjoyed close relationships with future congressmanJosiah T. Walls and future AME
bishop Josiah H. Armstrong, respectively of Virginia and
Pennsylvania. These men also migrated to Florida and, together
with Harmon, played significant roles in shaping the state's postwar politics. Harmon recognized the importance of these relationships and commented on them in letters to his hometown
newspaper, the Christian Recorder, an AME organ. While updating
friends, family, and Philadelphia's black community on his status
and the experiences of the Third USCI, he also commented on
deeper matters. In a letter detailing a March 1865 expedition up
the St. Johns River, he wrote about leadership and race pride.
"The expedition reflects great credit on Sergt. Major [Henry]
James, for the masterly manner in which it was commanded, and
gives further proof that a colored man with proper training can
command among his fellows and succeed where others have
failed," Harmon observed. "And a great deal is due to the men for
their good behavior, and steadiness, and obedience, and if it were
not for occupying too much of your space, which I fear I have done
already, I would give their names, but that some other time." He
concluded, "I am still an ardent lover of my race, and a ~oldier."~
The Civil War's end found Harmon at Gainesville, a small railroad center located about halfway between Fernandina and Cedar
Key on the state's only Atlantic to Gulf of Mexico rail link, the
Florida Railroad. To readers of the Christian Recorder, he offered a
sense of the time and place, as well as a window onto his heart and

6.

Brown, l'lmida'sBlack Public Oficiacialr, 72,135; Redkey, Grand Amy, 27-83;H. T.
Kealing, History of A@an Methodism in Texas (Waco, 1885), 207-209; Larry
Eugene Rivers and Canter Brown, Jr., Wwlios in the Vinqrard of the Lord: The
Beginnings of the AME Church in f b i d a , 1865-1895 (Gainesville, 2001) , 60-61,
69, '75, 83, 85-86, 89, 91, 101, 109, 119, 185, 189-90; PhiladeZphia Christian
Recorder, 28 May 1864. On the activities of the Third USCI in Florida, see
David James Coles, "Far from Fields of Glory: Military Operations in Florida
during the Civil War" (Ph.D. diss., Florida State University, 1996). Reginald
Ellis has explored the importance of relationships formed during the Civil
War between Josiah T. Walls, John Wallace, and Thomas De Saliers Tucker.
See Reginald Ellis, "Nathan B. Young: Florida A&M College's Second
President and His Relationships with White Public Officials" in Go Sound the
Trumpet! Selections in Florida's Afican American History, ed. by David H. Jackson,
Jr. and Canter Brown, Jr. (Tampa, 2005).
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mind. Harmon frequently focused on the unfair treatment black
soldiers received in the waning days of the war and its immediate
aftermath. In an October 1865 piece written shortly after his
arrival in Jacksonville, he voiced frustration that blacks continued
to endure cruel punishments from ex-confederates, declaring that
many white Floridians suffered from "the most prevalent and baleful disease, Negrophobia." Hannon also expressed his exasperation over fact that black officers were not permitted to mingle with
the city's black residents. The tone of his letters and their appearance in the early postwar era, suggest the origins of his personal
commitment to alter Florida's social and political atmosphere and
his recognition that at least some of the leadership for change
must come from the author himself.'
Upon his release from the army, Harmon decided to remain
in Gainesville and establish his life and career in that city. On
November 23, 1865, he married Sophia Ligon, a local woman.
When Harmon met Sophia, while serving as a soldier or after his
discharge, remains uncertain. However, the two reportedly
seemed well-matched, showing a clear fondness and admiration
for one another. Happily for the groom, Sophia came from a privileged background and presumably could provide her politicallyminded husband with considerable social cache, and Harmon
used the Ligon family relationships with prominent county leaders
as well as his own wartime connections to Walls and William
Cessna, a white officer, to further his career. Building friendship
and kinship networks, Hannon honed the essential political skills
he needed to become an Alachua County leader.8
As it turned out, Harmon found it necessary to put his political aspirations on hold. Although blacks gained their freedom at
the Civil War's conclusion, many obstacles blocked political and
social progress for freedmen. In particular, President Andrew
Johnson's Reconstruction policies forbade blacks from voting
while placing, as one historian observed, "most Southern states
back into the hands of secessionists and Confederate sympathizers." Acting to consolidate their power, ex-Confederates instituted
laws known as black codes, which "touched virtually every aspect of
7.
8.

Phih&lphia Christian Recmh, 2 1 October 1865.
Savannah Daily News and Her& 7 June 1867,8 April 1868; Alachua County
Marriage Records, Book 3 (1865), 34 (available at Alachua County
Courthouse, Gainesville); Savannah Daily Advertiser, 21 June 1872; Kingrnan,
Josiah Wells, 11921.
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HENRY
HARMON
183
[freedmen's] lives, and many African-Americans viewed them as
the reinstitution of slavery in all but name."g
Many Florida blacks resisted these racist laws and organized
against efforts to deprive them of basic human rights. They also
sought the assistance of sympathetic whites in presenting black
sentiments to the white masses. By speaking out, however, black
activists and their friends provoked more than a few white
Floridians to rage. Acting on their anger, whites threatened freedmen and increasingly resorted to violence to intimidate blacks who
resisted. By summer 1866, violence in Alachua County had escalated to the point that officials implemented martial law.lo
With the passage of the Military Reconstruction Acts in the
spring of 1867 Henry Harmon established himself as a political figure. Drawing on previous affiliations with other black leaders such
as Walls, he quickly translated activism into tenure in public office.
Within weeks of the implementation of military Reconstruction,
Harmon proudly accepted an appointment as one of Alachua
County's voter registrars. Blacks had made considerable sacrifices
for the right to vote, and he now possessed the influence to see
that their sacrifices had not been made in vain. As Harmon gained
local recognition for his talents, he embraced the potential of
long-term public service.l
From his position as a local registrar, Harmon set his sights on
higher achievements and advanced onto a broader political stage.
In 1868, he and his former regiment brother Josiah Walls
embarked on political careers that later would garner national
attention. They remained close friends and over the years, and the
two men shadowed and supported each other's political ambitions. Their strong alliance, as events would illustrate, proved vital
for the success of each man. In the process, both men demanded
Brown, Rmida'sBlack Public OO_DciaZs,1-6; Rivers, "He Treats His Fellow Man
Properly," 111-25; Joe M. Richardson, "Florida's Black Codes," Hmida
Historical Quarterly 55 (January 1977), 36579.
10. Jerrell H. Shofner, Nor Is It Over Yet: Flon'du in the Era of Reconstruction, 18631877 (Gainesville, 1974), 50, 90; idem, "Custom, Law and History: The
Enduring Influence of Florida's "Black Code," Florida Historical Quarterly 55
(January 1977), 277-98; Richardson, Negro in the Reconstruction of M d a , 18651877 (Tallahassee, 1965), 43; idem, "Florida Black Codes," 36579; Brown,
fida'sBlack Public Oflkiuls, 2-3.
11. Brown, Florida's Black Public Oflcials, 95. On implementation and administration of Florida's 1867-1868 voter registration system, see Canter Brown, Jr.,
Ossian Binglty Hart, Rmida's Loyalist Reconstruction Governor (Baton Rouge,
1997), 190-205.

9.

Published by STARS, 2006

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 85 [2006], No. 2, Art. 5

the respect and admiration of their communities and acted courageously to earn it.'*
On March 7, 1868, Alachua County Republicans convened,
with Henry Harmon acting as one of the convention's vice presidents. The novice politician, long with his friend Walls, received
the party's nomination for a seat in the Florida House of
Representatives. In the following weeks, Harmon proved the trust
placed in his candidacy and delivered well-received speeches on
behalf of Republican candidates. At a Newnansville rally, a local
man recorded, "Harmon made strong speeches endorsing the regular ticket and the [proposed state] Constitution." His appeal to
the voters and his ability to make convincing arguments can be
measured in the election results. Harmon and Walls scored landslide victories by defeating Samuel Finley and D. McHenry by margins of over a thousand votes each. On June 8,1868, they entered
the Florida legislature for the first time; Harmon would serve in
the house from 1868 to 1870.13
Unlike his fellow legislators with strong associations to the
AME Church, Harmon rarely used his position to endorse or further radical political positions. Rather, he adopted a more practical approach. Most of the bills that he introduced dealt with
technical matters of improving the public administration, rather
than furthering a social equality. Critics perceived this as a weakness; however, the significance of having a black man in such a
respected and influential position cannot be underestimated.
Many black Civil War veterans, including Walls and John Wallace,
similarly distanced themselves from advocacy of the more controversial social issues during that time. Apparently, as they did,
Harmon understood the power that he possessed and believed
that speaking out too boldly on racial issues would ruin his chances
of seeking higher political office and might place barriers in the
paths of future black politicians as well. Instead of provoking
whites to ridicule black officeholders or commit violence against
black voters, Harmon suppressed his intentions and tackled the
administrative issues. His decision invited criticism then and later,
but was not unique in politics. Indeed, many insurgents have

12. Klingman,Josiah Walls, 19-21; Savannah Daily Advertiser, 21 June 1872.
13. Tallahassee Sentinel, 11 March 1868;Jacksonui&Ma Union, 14 March 1868;
Klingman,Josiah Walls, 20-21.
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struggled with the issue of immediate gains versus long-term presence and power.14
Election to the 1868 legislature constituted only one step
toward fulfillment of Harmon's ambitions, and it likely came after
he had furthered other professional plans. Seemingly through
years of study and possibly with assistance from a supportive white
attorney, Harmon successfully taught himself the law. The drive
for self improvement through education, which he shared with
many freedmen, marked his adult years as it had his childhood.
While he never benefited from a formal legal education, like many
attorneys of the day, he attained a clear working understanding of
the law.15
Admission to the bar followed his preparation. On May 13,
1869, Archie Banks petitioned the Honorable Jesse H. Goss to
admit Harmon to the circuit court bar in Alachua County. "The
petition of H. S. Harmon," Banks asserted, "respectfully shows
unto your Honor that he is over the age of twenty-one years, that
for sometime past he has been engaged in the study of law, and
respectfully asks that your honor will appoint a committee of the
members of the bar to examine into his qualifications as a candidate for admittance." Attorneys S. Y. Finley and Archie Banks subsequently examined Harmon. 'Your committee who were
appointed by your Honor to examine Henry S. Harmon touching
his knowledge of the law on his application for license to practice
law in the courts of this state," they informed the court, "beg leave
to report to your Honor that having examined the said applicant
find him competent and recommend that he be admitted to practice law in the courts of this state upon taking the required oath."16
The emergence of Florida's first African American attorney
did not go unnoticed, with the Republican press trumpeting the
milestone. "H. S. Harmon, colored, a member of the State
Legislature from Alachua county, passed the usual examination,
and was admitted to the Bar at Gainesville during the late session
14. Rivers and Brown, Laborers in the Vineyard of the Lord, 50-58; John Hope
Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, Jr., h r n Slavqr to Freedom: A Histmy gAfican
Amen'cans, Seventh Edition (New York, 1994), 241; Brown, Florida's Black Public
OSJicials, 5-6. On Harmon's legislative initiatives, see, Florida H m e Journal,
1868-1870.
15. Florida HouseJournal, 1868-1870; Klingrnan,Josaah Walls, 2@21.
16. Alachua County Judgment Records, Book C (1869-1880), 11 (available at
Alachua County Courthouse).
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of the Circuit Court in that county," noted the Jacksonville Flmida
Union. "Mr. Harmon is one of the most capable members of the
present Legislature; stands well in his county as an intelligent,
energetic and industrious citizen, and withal a prosperous one,"
the article continued, "and we believe will do no discredit to the
Alachua bar." The Union concluded, "We wish him success in his
professional career.""
Several factors should be noted regarding Harmon's pioneering effort. First, as the M d a Union report made clear, "he passed
the usual examination." Those words came loaded with meaning.
In 1868, Republican constitutional drafters had anticipated the
practice of law by black attorneys, but had assumed that they, as
well as white northerners, would require some mechanism to
bypass the opposition of local bars and their white southern members. Accordingly, the charter included a provision directing
admission to the Florida bar for attorneys who had achieved admis
sion in other states or to the bar of "any United States Court."
Harmon, perhaps hoping to lay a foundation locally for his professional credibility, had declined the accommodation. Instead,
he had risked public embarrassment. Attorney Harmon emerged,
as it happened, without complication and having to make no
excuses regarding his professional c o m p e t e n ~ e . ~ ~
By mentioning Harmon's status as a state legislator, the Union
article added another factor to the equation. The Civil War veteran had studied law for several years. However, he did not request
admittance to the bar until nearly a year after he had gained a seat
in the Florida General Assembly. His high profile position helped
to solidiQ his chances for admission to the bar despite his race,
education, and exclusion from the social network of white attorneys. His calculated efforts to read law, obtain local support, and
a high profile political position in order to attain his goal of admission to the bar illustrated Harmon's grasp of the social, legal and
political systems that operated in Reconstruction Florida. They
were skills he would be called upon to use repeatedly and they
served him well as an attorney and a political figure.
By 1870, in any event, Harmon had established himself as a soldier, politician, and lawyer. His influence as a member of the
1 7. JacksonviUeFlolida Union, 20 May 1869; Tampa Jlinida Painsular, 16June 1869.
18. Manley, Brown, and Rise, Supreme Cozcrt ofl;Eorda,213; Wallace, Carpetbag Rub,
419.
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Florida House of Representative resounded proudly within
Alachua's black community, as suggested by his 1869 election to a
term on the Gainesville town council. His record of political success led him to enter the race for the Republican nomination for
Florida's sole congressional seat, even though the contest pitted
him against his friend, Josiah Walls, among other contenders.
Politically outgunned in the statewide competition, Harmon eventually withdrew to Walls' benefit. Thereafter, the disappointed
candidate turned his attention away from legislative services and
concentrated on practical problems associated with family, his
legal practice and the establishment of solid financial underpinnings. lg
Governor Harrison Reed aided the realization of Harmon's
aims in 1871 when he appointed the former legislator to the position of clerk of court for Alachua County. The position required
that he record actions of and decisions made by the board of county commissioners and local courts of record. He also oversaw the
day-today operations of the county government. In addition to his
other duties, Harmon witnessed the signing of property deeds and
mortgages, providing him the opportunity to become well
acquainted with managing government responsibilitiesfrom a variety of perspectives. The position gave the young attorney the
opportunity to observe the unfolding political dynamics and keep
a finger on the pulse of postwar economic d e ~ e l o p m e n t . ~ ~
Harmon's public service brought substantial financial compensation, lessening his reliance upon legal practice for earning a
living. In fact, the various public offices Harmon held helped to
establish him as one of the most well-to-do of Alachua County's
black men. As clerk, for instance, he received fees for work with
the road commissioner, for extensions on tax books, and for sealing deeds upon closing property sales. In addition, he redeemed
county scrip that he purchased or o t h e d s e obtained and received
reimbursements from the county commission that ranged from 50
19. Klingman,Josiah Walls, 3436; Canter Brown, Jr., "'Where are now the hopes
I cherished': The Life and Times of Robert Meacham," Florida Histatical
Quarterly 69 (July 1990), 1516; idem, Florida's Black Publa'c Oflcials,95.
20. Commissions, 1827-1978, Records of the Division of Elections, Florida
Department of State, Record Group 156, series 259, vol. 28, Florida State
Archives, Tallahassee (hereafter, FSA); William Warren Rogers and Canter
Brown, Jr., M d a ' s Chks of the Circuit Court: Their History and Expenaces
(Tallahassee, 1996), 5 1-53.
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dollars to more than 300 dollars, a considerable income in the
1870s for blacks or whites2'
His personal circumstances thus buttressed, Harmon attempted an unsuccessful legislative comeback in 1872. Confident in the
assessment of his peers that he was "one of the shrewdest colored
men in the state . . . of liberal education, a fine and elegant speaker," the anti-ring Harmon campaigned for Alachua's state senate
seat. However local Republicans divided and the split doomed his
candidacy. Not even the intervention of his friend, Florida
Congressman Josiah Walls, could change the course of the election. Although the congressman promised that he would cause
"Rome to howl and the mountains to quake" on his behalf,
Harmon's campaign succumbed to the white incumbent, Leonard
G. Dennis. However, Walls's failure to carry his friend into office
did not shake their strong f r i e n d ~ h i p . ~ ~
Walls secured his own election, and, along with Harmon's
other political friends, rallied to the attorney's support to arrange
his election as chief clerk of the Florida House of Representatives.
Harmon thus became the first and only African American to hold
this office in Florida. As chief clerk, Harmon presided over all
clerical functions of the chamber, including the processing of the
bills and resolutions introduced in the house. Harmon carried out
the duties of his position with meticulous attention to detail and
earned the trust of the assembly members. He possessed the necessary competence and reliability that the office required, but as
he had in previous positions of trust, he gained substantial financial benefits from the office. The placement of Harmon in such a
prestigious role in state government spoke well for the state's first
black attorney; his re-election to the clerkship in the 1874 and
1875 legislative sessions suggests that his colleagues trusted his
integrity and abilities.23
Walls also may deserve credit for Harmon's selection as a
United States customs official at Tampa during the summer of
1873. His length of tenure in the position remains open to speculation, but his presence clearly stirred local sentiments and the ire
21. Scrip is a certificate that allows a reimbursement for a service provided.
Alachua County Commission Minutes, Book I, 363367 (available on microfilm at FSA); manuscript returns, United States Decennial Census, 1870,
Alachua County (population schedule).
22. Tallahassee Weekly Rwidian, 4 November 1872; Kingman,Josiah Walls, 51.
23. Florida House Journal, 18731875.
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of some whites. "This is surely a hard hit at the white Republicans
of that section," a correspondent for a conservative Savannah
newspaper chided, "that there was none among them capable of
holding the office, and the party had to import a man of the colored way of curling his hair to hold office." The reported added,
'Too bad, really."24
As Harmon's experience makes clear, during the post-Civil
War era most African Americans, even attorneys, required some
sort of government position to ensure a steady income.
Nevertheless, Harmon never fully abandoned the practice of law.
Indeed he inspired others to follow in his footsteps. In April 1873,
to cite the most prominent example, Josiah T. Walls secured his
own admission to the bar. He did so, as had Harmon, by examination in open court. Harmon, who may well have tutored the
congressman, now enjoyed the presence of another prominent
black Gainesville attorney with whom he could ally in professional
practice .25
Within fourteen months following Walls's admission to the
bar, the state's first African American legal partnership had
formed. In June 1874 Harmon and the congressman joined with
their friend and political ally, William U. Saunders, to undertake a
combined practice. Saunders had been described six years earlier
by the N m Y d Daily Tribune as a residentUofBaltimore, about 35
years old, said to be a freedman, a bright yellow mulatto, tall and
handsome, active and strong, overcharged with ad captandum eloquence, and magnetic influence over a crowd." Initially the law
firm served the legal needs of Alachua County's black community.
None of firm's early records survived, but at least some of its practice seems to have focused on property law including real estate
transacti on^.'^
The partnership came at a particularly auspicious time for
Harmon because he had just experienced a setback that threatened
his career, his influence, and his legacy. In March 1874the Alachua
County sheriff arrested him for forgery and fraud. The charge
stemmed from allegations that he had raised the value of certain

24. Savannah Advertiser-Republican, 10 September 1873.
25. Alachua County Judgment Records, Book C (1869-1880), 266; Tallahassee
Weekly Jhidian, 22 April 1873; Klingman,Josiah Walls, 53.
26. Jacksonvillt Tri-Weekly Florida Union, 30 June 1874; Klingrnan,Josiah Walls, 51 ;
New Yurk Daily Tribune, 5 February 1868.
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scrip during his tenure as Alachua County clerk of court.
According to one source with Democratic party connections, "[a]
piece of scrip calling for $84.80 was raised to $234.80, another value
of $39.00, was raised to $539.00, and so on until forgeries aggregated some three to four thousand dollars." The county commission
minutes recorded by Harmon reflected the allegedly altered
amounts as did certain other records. The Weekly Floridian reported that "Harmon was arrested and after three days of laborious
investigations before Justice W. S. Barnett, was required to give
[bond] for his appearance before the new term of circuit court to
answer the charges of forgery." The reputation Harmon had
worked to establish was now at risk as the result of the allegations.27
Harmon's ability to arrange bond and his quick release from
custody did not end the matter, and his legal problems dragged on
for two years before disposition. In the meantime the Democratic
press gleefully reported his discomfiture. The GainesvilZe Times
went so far as to insist that its readers "knew [Harmon] to be guilty
of swindling the people of this county." Not until April 1, 1875,
did the case come before a judge, who continued the matter for
twelve months. Finally on April 13, 1876, two years after his arrest,
the court found the defendant not guilty. Harmon "was tried at
the last term of the circuit court for [Alachua] county by a mixed
jury of black and white men," the Republican Tallahassee Sentinel
informed its readers, "and honorably acquitted."28
The happy news left Harmon to pick up the pieces of his tattered life. He had concluded his service as the chief clerk of the
Florida House of Representativesfollowing the 1875 legislative session. Earlier he had undertaken a significant role in Congressman
Walls's 1874 reelection campaign, but declined to accept any
political offices during the period of his judicial ordeal. When
Gainesville residents nominated him for mayor of the town, he
refused to accept their endorsement. "My reason for this course,"
he announced in the pages of the Gainesville New Era, "is that in
view of the foul charges that have been brought against me, I do
not feel at liberty to accept any office of honor, trust or profit whatsoever, until they are refuted before a competent and proper tri27. Tallahassee Weekly Floridian, 17 March 1874.
28. Ibid;Alachua CountyJudgrnentRecords, Book C (1869-1880),352; G a i d l e
Times quoted in Tallahassee WeROly Floridian, 15 August 1876; Tallahassee
Sentinel, 22 April 1876.
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bunal, (if it is the intentions of my enemies ever to give me that
opportunity)."29
In addition to his other problems, Harmon's home life had deteriorated significantly. His political and governmental activities, as well
as his court case, required a great deal of his time and his unwavering
commitment. The glory of his political successes and the demands of
his work had provided him with a rich emotional and intellectual life,
but Sophia remained isolated at home while he served in Tallahassee.
In his absence, rumors circulated of the reputation he had earned as
a "lady's man." The accumulating pressures resulted in a Eailed marriage, although it remains unclear when and where Henry and Sophia
divorced, or if they, in fact, divorced. In 1876, however, Henry rele
cated to Tallahassee and Sophia remained in Gainesville. Deed
records dated the following year show that Henry signed over prop
erty to Sophia, ending their existence together.30
Even before their final separation, Henry had been spending
an increasing amount of his time at the state capital. By late summer 1875 he and William U. Saunders operated a law firm there,
specializing in government land claims. Soon the lure of a prestigious teaching and administrative position, with commensurate
salary, opened to further the town's attraction for him. The
Lincoln Academy stood out as Tallahassee's premier school for
black children and one of the leading African American institutions in the state. Tragically, the school's building had burned in
1872, but within four years it had been rebuilt at the considerable
cost of eight thousand dollars as a showplace for public education
under Republican government. Its dedication in May 1876 drew a
crowd of prominent men, including Governor Marcellus Stearns,
the state cabinet officers, and Florida's most noteworthy African
American public officials. By then the Leon County school board
had charged Harmon with responsibility for overseeing the
progress of the school. He remained in the post only one year, but
left the school with a reputation for equaling, if not exceeding, the
performance of white schools in the area.31
29. Klingrnan,Josaah WaUs, 57-70; TaUahassee Weekly Floridian, 21 April 1874.
Alachua County Deed Records, BookJ (18761878), 181 (available at Alachua
County Courthouse); NorJoY, (Va.)Journal and Guide, 22 October 1927.
31. TallahasseeSentinel, 5 June, 7 and 14 August 1875; Tallahassee Weekly Roridian,
10 August 1875, 9 and 16 May 1876; William N. Sheats, Bi-ennial Report of the
Supen'htenht of Public Instruction of the State of M d a for the Two Years Ending
June 30, 1898 (Tallahassee 1899), 386.
3
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The political revolution of Redemption ended Harmon's
tenure at the Lincoln Academy in 1877. The election of 1876 sent
shock waves through the black community. Black leaders fighting
to maintain political gains saw their dreams disappear as determined white conservatives terrorized black voters and kept them
from the polls. At both the state and national levels, controversy
reigned: Democrat George Drew defeated Republican Marcellus
Stearns for Florida's gubernatorial seat, and in the presidential
contest, Democrat Samuel Tilden won the popular vote in an election that would carry Republican Rutherford B. Hays to the White
House. Florida's disputed presidential vote, ultimately decided in
Hays's favor after the so-called "Compromise of 1877," provided
for the withdrawal of federal troops and the end of
Reconstruction.
If Harmon had anticipated re-establishing his elective political
career at Tallahassee, the conservative triumph destroyed those
dreams. With the Democratic takeover of state government in
January, most appointive black officials, other than those in municipal offices, quickly found themselves unemployed. Harmon witnessed not only the political, but also the financial decline of many
of his former associates. As an attorney he fared better; he possessed the means to earn a living, especially in a place like Leon
County with a black majority population and jury pools still unrestricted by race. His professional prospects loomed even greater
given his national political connections; he had served as a delegate to the 1876 Republican National Convention. As long as the
Republican party controlled the White House, his representation
of clients in federal courts could proceed without diffic~lty.'~
Harmon took care to maintain his political connections, and
throughout the 1880s, he remained active in Republican party
affairs. In 1880, for example, the former legislator served as secretary of the State Republican Executive Committee and as an officer
of the Republican State Convention. There, he denounced rule by
Democrats and condemned their policies. The Democrats, reports
quoted him as declaring, "had enacted no laws detrimental to any

32.

TaUahassee Sentinel, 10June 1876; TaUaharsee Weekly M d i a n , 4 February 1879;
Shofner, Nor Is It Ouer Yet, 31439; Edward C . Williamson, Florida Politics in the
Gilded Age, 1877-1893 ( Gainesville, 1976), 17-26; Brown, Florida a's Black Public
Officials, 29-42; Peter D. Klingman, Neither L X a Nor S u r r e n h : A History of the
Republican Party in Florida, 1867-1970 (Gainesville, 1984), 76-82.
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race-that they didn't need any laws, but acted independent and in
defiance of all law-that they took away their schools, their liberty,
their life-robbed thousands of Republicans of their right to votethat if the Democratic Party nominated a Devil, they would support
and elect him." That his comments enjoyed support from both
white and black delegates at the 1880 convention evidences, as do
other sources, that he still commanded the respect and support of
his peers during the post-Reconstruction era.33
Party loyalty produced its rewards. On June 8, 1880, Harmon
replaced his long-time political rival Leonard G. Dennis as the
United States deputy collector of revenue for Florida. With the
appointment, Harmon inherited another high-profile position
that would utilize his many talents and offer him the possibility of
enhancing his reputation as a serious political force in the state.
Although Harmon's headquarters remained in Tallahassee, the
lucrative nature of his job and the restrictions attached to the
appointment apparently caused him to give up his law practice."
In the following years, Harmon seldom hesitated voice his concerns about the black community and to do so in a direct and
often confrontational manner. In articles he wrote to the Weekly
Floridian, a Democratic newspaper published in Tallahassee,
Harmon voiced his anger at the mistreatment of blacks and challenged Democratic propaganda that marginalized blacks politically and categorized them as second-class citizens. "The colored
man may be a child in politics, citizenship, intelligence or high
morality," he asserted, "but start in the education of a child by
impressing on his mind that he is hopelessly immoral and corrupt,
and there is little doubt that you will make him that, or worse."
Having evidenced a moderate tone earlier in his political career,
Harmon's disdain for the Democratic party and his willingness to
confront rising racial barriers clearly increased after
Reconstruction's end. In a sense the loss of Republican power had
liberated him personally. Harmon's political career and personal
ambitions no longer hindered him from expressing his true convictions on important and controversial issues.35
53. Tallahassee Weekly fidian, 18 May 1880; Williamson,&da

Politics, 156, 159;
Klingman, Josiah Walls, 1 19.
34. Talkhasee Weekly Fhidian, 8 June 1880; Brown, Flon'da's Black Public Officials,
29-42.
35.

TaUahassee Weekly Floridian, 1 1 July, 1 August 1882; Washington ( D C ) People's
Advocate, 8 May 1880.
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Some reports suggest that, in his late thirties and early forties,
Harmon also began focusing his attention on the newspaper business. He had mastered the techniques of political and editorial
writing through his experience in several public positions and,
without question, possessed the attributes of a superb editor. In
1878, he may have flirted with the possibility of assuming the editorship of The Patriot, a Tallahassee organ created as competition
for the Weekly lilondian. If so, Harmon changed his mind, denying
within one week of the rumor's publication that he had any connection with the newspaper. However, he evinced a keener interest in the newspaper business in 1880, an election year for state
and national offices. A September account suggested that
Harmon then served as the publisher of three newspapers: the
Indian River Times at Titusville; the Volusia County News in Orange
City; and Titusville's f i d a Star. "Mr. Harmon seems to be
endeavoring to rival the great Forney," the account's author
observed, "and is even now able to refer proudly to his three
papers all weekly." The author concluded the article by asking,
"Where are you going to stop brother Harmon?"36
Harmon once again seemed at the top of his game. He held
an important federal office, operated three newspapers, enjoyed a
newfound admiration among his peers, and had married a new
wife, Nancy. He displayed the ability to adapt to dramatically
changed conditions and emerge victorious. And, he had never
given up on the promise that he saw in Florida after he came to the
state following the Civil War. As evidence of his optimism, Henry
and Nancy celebrated in 1883 by adopting a daughter. As
approved by an act of the legislature, they made young Lydia
DeCoursey, likely the daughter of deceased Leon County sheriff
Philip L. DeCoursey, their child.37
Despite his optimism, Henry Harmon's life took a serious turn
for the worse. Democrat Grover Cleveland assumed the presidency in 1885, and patronage positions for black Republicans evaporated. In Florida, former Confederate general Edward A. Perry
captured the governor's office and advanced plans for redeeming
the state once and for all from what he perceived as the evils of
36. Ibid., 12 and 19 November 1878; Tallahassee Semi-weekly Flors'dian, 10
September 1880.
37. Rivers, "He Treats His Fellow Man Properly," 121-23; Laws of JZmiiu (1883),
167; Brown, Florda's Black Public O m l s , 84.
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Reconstruction. Harmon proved ill-prepared to deal with the new
political reality. Moreover, his domestic life apparently had fared
no better; census takers recorded him as "widowed." Having
absented himself for most of the decade from the legal profession
and facing a climate increasingly hostile to black attorneys,
Harmon created a new career from what had long been a hobby
and became a cabinetmaker. By 1886, he operated one of
"Tallahassee's finest cabinet making and upholstery shops" at
Boulevard and St. Augustine streets and advertised his services as,
"H. S. Harmon--Cabinet Maker and Upholsterer-Repairing
Done--Chairs Caned." As with almost everything he attempted,
Harmon's shop proved a success and operated from 1886 until his
death in 188gB3*
Harmon remained a fighter until the end. As late as 1888 he
railed against the Democrats, demanding that they answer for
their attempts to exclude African Americans from oflice and the
state's political life. "If the colored man cannot have the offrce of
Assessor," (a minor local office) he argued, "then for God's sake
what can he have?" The 1888 campaign would be Harmon's last;
his health gave way the following year and he died of pneumonia
on Christmas Eve 1889. His friend and fellow activist Matthew M.
Lewey, editor of the FZorida Sentinel, memorialized him: "Henry S.
Harmon . . ." he wrote, "was at one time the most prominent colored politician in his dealings with all men whether in politics or
business relations." Another friend, T. Thomas Fortune, printed
Harmon's obituary in the N m York Age. Other national African
American organs similarly noted his death."
Henry S. Harmon's legacy remains alive in Florida today. A
fearless pioneer, he led Florida's African Americans into the legal
profession; and thereby laid the foundation for the attorneys who
fought Jim Crow in the early twentieth century and who served in
the vanguard of the state's mid-twentiethcentury civil rights movement. As a pioneer, Harmon also faced the uneven nature of political and social advancement in the post-Civil War era. Acquiring

38. Brown, Fhnida's Bhk Public Officials, 5859; manuscript returns, 1885, Florida
State Census, Leon County (populationschedule); Tallahassee Weekly W d a n ,
26 August 1886.
39. Williamson, Flmida Politics, 156; Tallahassee Weekly Floridian, 31 December
1889; Gainewille Florda Sentinel quoted in New YanP Age, 1 February 1890, and
Salisbuq (N.C.) , 13 February 1890.
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professional credentials and alliance with the Republican party
opened opportunities for Harmon, but also made him vulnerable
to changes in political fortunes. His northern free black roots
raised questions among African Americans emerging from the
experience of slavery, and his credentials as a Union Army veteran
and Republican party member marked him as a target for conservative whites embittered by their loss of political and social power.
Like many men of the age, Harmon's life demonstrated the need
for quick economic and political adaptation that uncertain times
required. Indeed, although Harmon's name is not as well-known
as that of Walls or Wallace, his experiences may have been more
representative of the possibilities and barriers that African
Americans of the era faced. For that reason, those who knew
Henry S. Harmon respected his accomplishments and revered his
memory.
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